of perspectives on how to approach the academic community's tasks. Additionally, scholars critical of common corporate practices can find a great many like-minded practitioners and commentators (e.g., Bernstein, 2000; Colvin, 2001) , often including humorous attacks on the simplistic thinking of some managers and consultants (e.g., www.fastcompany.com/online/resources/cdu.html). Although some very real differences in purpose exist between these communities, rethinking the sources of the distinctions between "us" and "them" is in order. Below, I first introduce a tool for this rethinking. I then consider two approaches to extending the reach of organizational communication research based on this framework.
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE
Originating in anthropology, the notion of the community of practice has recently been employed as a means to understand individual and organizational learning and innovation and, therefore, may be useful in the present discussion (Lave & Wenger, 1991) . The focal unit here is the community, which is distinguished from teams and divisions through its attention to members' mutual engagement in a common practice. We all participate in multiple communities of practice in social life, though our communities are often invisible to outsiders. These communities emerge from practical interactions and frequently transcend traditional functional boundaries.
A community's practices are continually renegotiated by members, so its boundaries are relatively fluid. In its joint practice, a community develops joint activities, a membership, and a shared repertoire of symbolic and artifactual resources for meaning negotiation. The creation of this repertoire is a function of communication resources (such as language, stories, styles, tools, and actions) that become part of the community's practice. Communities of practice are, therefore, cultural settings in which individuals imbue activity with meaning, gain tacit and explicit knowledge, and work out identities through active or peripheral participation. Also, through the communication resources they develop, communities are simultaneously a vehicle for the generation of collective knowl-edge and identity. In contrast to the linear perspective on knowledge transfer introduced above, knowledge in this view is always intimately linked to practice, context, and discourse.
This description of communities of practice indicates that our understanding of theory-practice distinctions requires additional complexity. Although communities form around shared practices and exhibit similarities in meaning and identity, members of academic and nonacademic communities may have more or less inclination toward organizational communication theory, as well as predilections for particular types of practice. Some of the more prevalent groups of theorists/practitioners, however, are often not linked in concrete daily practices and are rarely physically copresent yet are capable of sharing a great deal of knowledge based on similar experiences. Brown and Duguid (2001) suggest that such groupings be termed "networks of practice" to signify that the relations among members are looser than in communities of practice. These networks-which can be conceptualized along the lines of actornetwork theory, as consisting of not merely individuals but also concepts, technologies, theories, and the like-evince both global and local characteristics such that areas of local density (or "subnets") in the network manifest a community of practice. A community of practice, then, is a group with a common sense of purpose nested within a larger network. Professional associations, such as those devoted to communication, management, public relations, organizational development, and entrepreneurship, are examples of networks of practice that have multiple communities nested within them. From this perspective, the task of translation between communities is less one of surmounting the objective obstacles separating communities or of developing strategies for more straightforward messaging, and more of sensitizing people to alternative practices and locating communicative strategies for moving organizational communication concepts into more influential positions in the complex network. Two propositions to do so merit consideration.
One approach is to create connections within the network by nurturing individuals who can be members of two or more communities simultaneously. Because there are always community overlaps, "brokers" are those who translate, coordinate, and align perspectives through ties to multiple communities. Filling this role, however, is not an easy task, as it requires the holder to possess enough legitimacy to influence the development of a practice, mobilize attention, and address conflicting interests. It also requires the ability to link practices by facilitating transactions between them and to cause learning by introducing into a practice elements of another. (Wenger, 1998, p. 109) First, graduate and undergraduate students who become versed in theory and enter (or are already members of) practitioner-oriented communities can serve as brokers: Maintaining contact with them, facilitating their development, and engaging with them in collaborative research (Amabile et al., 2001 ) thus assumes greater importance. Second, although organizational communication researchers rarely develop marketable technologies, involvement in university-industry technology transfer initiatives could bridge gaps while facilitating intercommunity collaboration. Third, translating the complex language of academic research into a vocabulary more amenable to those not versed in or comfortable with theory-as is found in the journal Academy of Management Executive-can help in creating brokers. Each suggestion here, however, involves the possibility of altering one's own practices and very identity through new forms of participation, which implies a danger of either being perceived as an intruder or becoming immersed and being rejected by one's home community.
An additional recommendation is to develop nodal points in the network that can shape a community's shared practices. One way to do so is to create "boundary objects": artifacts that bridge the perspectives of various communities to enable coordinated action (Star, 1993) . These objects often take physical form, such as in prototypes or maps, but also can be less tangible, as in activity routines or reified concepts (Wenger, 1998) . The important point is that the boundary object must be abstract enough to lend itself to various activities and accommodate several interpretations while being standardized enough so that local use is relatively clear. Such objects seem to be presently missing in academic-practitioner conversations, and their development seems imperative for the coordination of perspectives (Mowday, 1997) .
One way to accomplish this would be to develop a communicative theory of the firm. A number of theories of the firm exist: These include the economic/transaction cost (Williamson, 1991) , behav-ioral (Cyert & March, 1963) , moral community (Bowie, 1991) , resource based (Wernerfelt, 1984) , and knowledge based, which guides many of the claims about the organizational implications for designing firms around communities of practice (Kogut & Zander, 1996) . Each theory attempts to explain four issues about firms: their existence, boundaries, internal organization, and sources of competitive advantage. To date, communication scholars have generated responses to several of these issues (e.g., Taylor, 2000) but have not developed a coherent perspective that shows the value of communicative processes in creating, sustaining, and transforming the firm. In short, if contemporary communication research has anything unique to contribute to theorizing and modifying firm activity, if this field is in a position to respond to sociocultural developments such as the information society and new organizational forms, and if claims about the constitutive properties of communication are to have value for a variety of knowledge interests, then developing a theory that provides robust explanations and directives should be a high priority for our collective effort.
As suggested by the notion of a boundary object, the primary benefit of such a theory would be as a touchstone for efforts both within and between communities. Specifically, by retheorizing the agency and influence underlying organizational activity, practitioners and scholars can resist oversimplifications associated with assumptions about how powerful leaders or environmental demands produce firm trajectories. Instead, a communicative theory of the firm would display that complex sets of actors, artifacts, and rule/ resource sets-as brought together in collaborative activity-are the driving factors in both organizational structuration and in the production of distinctive and renewable firm competencies. Organizational communication theory could then contribute to enriched understandings of the manifold factors shaping the firm's existence, performance, and social consequences. At the same time, a communicative theory of the firm would provide a lexicon for participating in (and shaping) conversations about organizational authority, knowledge, identity, technology, and the like. In short, a boundary object such as this could both provide a semblance of a shared repertoire and serve as a vehicle for increasing the perceived relevance of each community's conversations to the other.
CONCLUSION
In the existing network of organizational practice, local densities signal distinctions between theorists and practitioners that generally impede conversations involving organizational communication research. In response, I suggested two approaches for traversing, but not dissolving, boundaries between communities of practice. It is my hope that nurturing brokers with multimembership and developing a communicative theory of the firm will move organizational communication concepts into more influential positions in the existing network of practice, and that doing so will ultimately enrich our communities' collaborative activity.
